Examination of the consistency of interviewer performance across three distinct interview contexts by Powell, Martine B et al.
	 	
	
 
This is the published version 
 
Powell, Martine B, Cavezza, Cristina, Hughes-Scholes, Carolyn and Stoove, 
Mark 2010, Examination of the consistency of interviewer performance across 
three distinct interview contexts, Psychology, crime & law, vol. 16, no. 7, pp. 
585-600. 
 
 
 
 
 
Available from Deakin Research Online 
 
http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30032018	
	
 
 
 
 
Reproduced with the kind permission of the copyright owner 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright: 2010, Taylor & Francis 
 
 
  
PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE
This article was downloaded by: [Deakin University]
On: 16 December 2010
Access details: Access Details: [subscription number 907464590]
Publisher Routledge
Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number: 1072954 Registered office: Mortimer House, 37-
41 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JH, UK
Psychology, Crime & Law
Publication details, including instructions for authors and subscription information:
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713647155
Examination of the consistency of interviewer performance across three
distinct interview contexts
Martine B. Powella; Cristina Cavezzaa; Carolyn Hughes-Scholesa; Mark Stooveb
a School of Psychology, Deakin University, Burwood, Australia b Burnet Institute, Melbourne, Australia
First published on: 10 May 2010
To cite this Article Powell, Martine B. , Cavezza, Cristina , Hughes-Scholes, Carolyn and Stoove, Mark(2010) 'Examination
of the consistency of interviewer performance across three distinct interview contexts', Psychology, Crime & Law, 16: 7,
585 — 600, First published on: 10 May 2010 (iFirst)
To link to this Article: DOI: 10.1080/10683160902971063
URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10683160902971063
Full terms and conditions of use: http://www.informaworld.com/terms-and-conditions-of-access.pdf
This article may be used for research, teaching and private study purposes. Any substantial or
systematic reproduction, re-distribution, re-selling, loan or sub-licensing, systematic supply or
distribution in any form to anyone is expressly forbidden.
The publisher does not give any warranty express or implied or make any representation that the contents
will be complete or accurate or up to date. The accuracy of any instructions, formulae and drug doses
should be independently verified with primary sources. The publisher shall not be liable for any loss,
actions, claims, proceedings, demand or costs or damages whatsoever or howsoever caused arising directly
or indirectly in connection with or arising out of the use of this material.
Examination of the consistency of interviewer performance across
three distinct interview contexts
Martine B. Powella*, Cristina Cavezzaa, Carolyn Hughes-Scholesa
and Mark Stooveb
aSchool of Psychology, Deakin University, Burwood, Australia; bBurnet Institute,
Melbourne, Australia
(Received 12 November 2008; final version received 15 April 2009)
The current study examined the consistency of investigative interviewers’
performance (n31) across three distinct interview paradigms: (a) a mock
interview where an adult actor played the role of a child recalling abuse, (b)
a mock interview where a school child recalled an innocuous event that was staged
at the child’s school, and (c) a field interview where the interviewer elicited a
statement of abuse from a child. Performance was measured by calculating the
proportion of open-ended and leading questions, and by eliciting expert ratings of
the presence of a range of problem behaviours commonly exhibited by interviewers.
Overall, the performance of individual interviewers was relatively stable across the
tasks. Heterogeneity in stability, however, differed according to the type of question
and the nature of the event being examined. In particular, the mock interview
paradigm where the adult acted the role of an alleged child abuse victim produced
a measure of performance that was more similar to the field interview than the
interview where a school child recalled an innocuous event. The implications of the
findings for trainers, and directions for future research, are discussed.
Keywords: investigative interviewing; child sexual abuse; interviewer training;
forensic psychology; individual stability
Introduction
Child abuse and neglect is a global concern that affects millions of children every year
(World Health Organization, 1999). In most Western countries, complaints involving
indictable assaults (or threats to assault) of children are forwarded to police and child
protection organisations for investigation. Such investigation involves, in part, the
interviewing of child witnesses. Indeed, in cases of alleged child abuse the child witness
statement is often the main source of evidence in subsequent criminal proceedings
because there are usually no other witnesses to the offence (Poole & Lamb, 1998).
The elicitation of evidence about abuse from a child witness is a highly specialised
task that involves a broad array of skills and competencies. These skills have been
well articulated in the literature. In fact, most of the eyewitness memory research
over the past two decades has focused on defining the precise factors that are needed
to maximise the accuracy and detail of adults’ and children’s accounts of events. This
research has led to the development of clear international guidelines regarding how
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investigative interviews should be conducted (Milne & Bull, 1999; Poole & Lamb,
1998; Powell, Fisher, & Wright, 2005).
Overall, experts agree that one of the most critical skills in interviewing children is
the ability to elicit a ‘free-narrative’ account; that is, an account of the event in the
interviewee’s own words (Fisher & Geiselman, 1992; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Wilson &
Powell, 2001). A free-narrative account is usually preceded with a broad initial
invitation (e.g. ‘Tell me everything you can remember about . . .’). Subsequently,
minimal nonverbal encouragers (e.g. head nods, pauses) and further open-ended
questions (e.g. ‘Tell me more about . . .’, ‘What happened then?’) are used to
encourage further detail. In the child witness arena, open-ended questions are
generally defined as those questions that encourage an elaborate response without
dictating what specific information is required (Powell & Snow, 2007). While the use
of these questions may sound simple, investigative interviewers find it particularly
difficult to master the skill of maintaining non-leading open-ended questions.
Evaluation research around the globe has revealed that training in the use of such
questions has had little long-term impact on interviewers’ adherence to best practice
(see Powell et al., 2005, for a review). Irrespective of the respondent group,
the background of the interviewer, or the interview context, investigative interviewers
use mostly specific questions (i.e. closed, or Who, What, When, Where questions),
even in the early stages of the interview when a free-narrative account from the witness
is crucial.
Given the difficulty of investigative interviewers in adhering to best-practice
interview guidelines, recent research has focused on establishing the conditions that
are needed within training programs to promote and sustain expertise in forensic
interviewing. To date, the prior work has established the critical role of three main
elements: operationalising training principles (via the use of a structured interview
protocol), multiple ongoing practice opportunities, and the provision of expert
feedback (Lamb, Sternberg, Orbach, Esplin, & Mitchell, 2002; Lamb, Sternberg,
Orbach, Hershkowitz, Horowitz, & Esplin, 2002; Orbach et al., 2000; Sternberg,
Lamb, Davies, & Westcott, 2001; Sternberg, Lamb, Esplin, & Baradaran, 1999;
Sternberg et al., 1997). Support for these elements has come from studies showing
better use of open questions among interviewers who had received training
incorporating the above-mentioned elements compared to those who had received
no post-training support (Powell et al., 2005). Support for the elements also comes
from the broader expertise literature which highlights the importance of these factors
in establishing expert performance in other domains (see Ericsson & Charness, 1994,
for review).
Research evaluating investigative-interviewer performance, however, is still in its
infancy and there are many important issues that warrant investigation. One issue that
has not yet been examined is the degree to which interviewers’ adherence to best-
practice interviewing is stable or consistent across different points of time. The only
prior study to directly examine this issue (while controlling for training and other
extraneous factors) is that by Gilstrap (2004). She calculated partial correlations
between various questions used by a group of 41 police officers when interviewing
3- to 7-year-old children about two innocuous staged events (i.e. a magic show and
a visit by a construction worker). Overall, her study indicated that if interviewers
exhibited a behaviour that deviated from best-practice guidelines at one point in time
(e.g. they introduced specific information that the child had not previously mentioned,
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or used questions that limit the range of response options), they were also likely to
exhibit this and other behaviours that deviate from best-practice guidelines at a
different point in the interview as well. Gilstrap found, however, that the relationship
between different problem behaviours was sporadic and varied according to the target
event that was being recalled by the child. This latter finding suggests that the
consistency of individual interviewers’ performance is moderated (albeit in part) by
situational or contextual factors that are outside of the interviewers’ control.
The current study extends the work by Gilstrap (2004) by examining the
consistency of interviewers’ performance across different interview contexts (as
opposed to within the same interview). Three interview paradigms were included: (a)
an interview with an adult playing the role of the child; (b) an interview with a child
recalling an innocuous event that was staged in their school; and (c) a field interview
with an actual child witness. The inclusion of these paradigms enabled consideration
for the first time of which (if any) mock interview evokes interviewer behaviour that is
most generalisable to the field. This issue is relevant because (for ethical, legal and
practical reasons) trainee interviewers do not practice interviewing with abused
children. Rather, ‘mock’ interviews are staged (Powell, 2002). If individual trainee
interviewers’ performance is not consistent across various mock interview tasks, and
performance is better than that observed in the field, it would suggest that the mock
(training) exercises are not consistently producing the stimuli (e.g. silence, lack of
specific detail, irrelevant or ambiguous responses) that normally provoke inappropri-
ate behaviour in the field (Lexton, Smith, Olufemi, & Poole, 2005). Trainers need to
know this because unless they can provoke inappropriate behaviour in simulated
practice exercises, there is unlikely to be effective transfer of learning from the training
program to the field (McGeoch, 1942).
Given the limited prior work in this area, it is difficult to make firm predictions
about the relative value of the two mock interviews. This would likely depend on
numerous issues, particularly the degree to which the interviewees respond in a way
that is typical of a child in the field, and the degree to which the interview allows for
the detrimental effect of prior case-related knowledge (which is common in the field)
to negatively impact performance (Powell, 2002). In the current design, these issues
were considered. Background case information was provided to participants along
with clear task requirements about the nature of the information that they were
required to elicit in these interviews. Further, regarding the mock interview about the
abusive event, extensive training (spanning 12 weeks) was given to the adult actors to
ensure that they mimicked as much as possible a child recalling abuse, and provided
responses that are known to precipitate deviations from best-practice interviewing in
the field.
In addition to these procedural issues, extraneous factors were controlled as
much as possible to allow each mock interview the best possible opportunity to
produce a measure of performance that is comparable to that in the field. The nature
of the to-be-recalled event was similar across the adult-actor and the field interview,
and the age of the child respondent for the two mock interviews was consistently
57 years (the age range for the field interviews was necessarily larger due to the
limited availability of these). Further the time interval between the two mock
interviews was held constant for all participants (approximately 2 h). Although the
time intervals between the field and mock interviews did vary among the participants
(participants were instructed to provide a field interview of as close proximity to the
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mock interviews as possible, and where consent was obtained from the child victim’s
caregivers), the impact of this variation is likely to be negligible given that the
organisations from which these participants were selected offer little in the way of
refresher training.1 In light of all these factors, comparable performance across the
two mock paradigms and the field interview was expected.
Method
Participants
Interviewers
Police officers were recruited through letters sent via senior members of child abuse
investigation units situated in three police organisations across Australia. Twelve male
and 19 female officers (n31), all authorised to conduct investigative interviewers
with children, volunteered their participation. All of the participants completed a
background questionnaire. The interviewers were heterogeneous in terms of their
experience and background in interviewing. The number of interviews participants
had conducted with a child prior to the current study ranged from 0 to 300 (M72.39,
SD96.67), formal qualifications ranged from high school diploma to masters
degree, the mean length of experience in their chosen profession ranged from 3 to 20
years (M9.90, SD4.99) and the mean number of years participants received their
interviewing qualification ranged from less than 1 to 9 years ago (M3.19, SD
2.90). Consistent with prior research (e.g. Smith, Powell, & Lum, 2009), there were no
significant correlations between prior interview experience (as determined by the
number of prior interviews conducted) and adherence to open-ended questions in any
of the interviews (rs0.05 to 0.21).
Children recalling an innocuous event
The children interviewed about the innocuous event were recruited through letters to
parents that were distributed in 18 primary schools throughout three states in
Australia. A large number of primary schools were included so that officers could
interview children within their specific region of employment. Eighty-two children
(38 males, 44 females) aged 57 years volunteered to participate in the study (M
age6 years, 1 months; SD7 months) and were included in a pool of possible
participants provided they had no significant language or learning difficulties (as
determined by the regular teacher). The final sample (randomly selected from the
larger pool from each school) included 31 children (16 males, 15 females) aged
57 years (M age6 years, 2 months; SD8 months).
Child witnesses in field interviews
The field interviews (i.e. actual interviews about abuse) were undertaken with 31
interviewees (22 females and 9 males aged 512 years, M age9 years, 4 months,
SD25 months). Prior to being analysed, the interviews had been transcribed from
videotape and all identifying details had been removed. The field interviews included
disclosures of a range of abusive events: 8 (26%) of the cases involved disclosures of
physical assault, 2 (6%) of sexual exposure, 16 (52%) of sexual touching or fondling,
588 M.B. Powell et al.
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and 4 (13%) of sexual penetration. In one interview, the child witness did not disclose
abuse. All of the interviews constituted the first electronically recorded interview
with the witness about the alleged offence.
Adult actors who played the role of the child
Seven women, aged in their late twenties, served as the actors who played the role of
the child. The training of the actors was conducted over 12 weeks (spanning
approximately 25 h) and involved three distinct stages. Stage 1 involved the
development of scripts (one per actor) about different hypothetical 5-year-old
children. These scripts formed the basis of the standardised assessment exercises.
Each script included: (a) personal information about the child (e.g. family make-up,
personality), (b) abuse history (e.g. acts perpetrated, relationship with offender), and
(c) the context and alleged consequences of the initial disclosure. Stage 2 involved the
development of the standardised procedure for playing the role of a child. This
procedure related to: (a) the amount of information to report in response to various
questions (typically no more than four details per question), (b) behaviours or
mannerisms (e.g. when to look distracted, topic change, use of pauses), and
(c) appropriate language (e.g. narrative development, vocabulary). Finally, Stage
3 involved rehearsal of the response styles using the scenarios and feedback about
each actor’s response style. Although the actors had their own mannerisms, rehearsal
was maintained until the substance and structure of their responses were markedly
similar, which has been verified statistically (see Powell, Fisher, & Hughes-Scholes,
2008a, b). The actors then practised their procedures at least once per fortnight during
the entire period of data collection.
Procedures
The design and procedure of the current study was approved by both the University
Ethics Committee, the managers of the participating organisations and the relevant
Education departments. All components of the data collection took place at the
schools where the children who recalled the innocuous event were recruited or at a
multi-purpose training facility. First, the event was staged. Precisely 7 days later, the
officers completed the two mock interviews (order was counterbalanced). The field
interview transcripts were either delivered at the time of the mock interviews or sent
to the researcher at a later date. A description of the procedure related to these
various components is outlined below.
Staging the innocuous event
The staged event, referred to as the ‘Deakin Activities’, was administered by a research
assistant in the children’s classroom with the assistance of the children’s regular
teacher. The event included two of three activities; hearing a story about an elephant,
interacting with a koala puppet, or finding a surprise sticker (refer to Hughes-Scholes
& Powell, 2008 for more detail). Three combinations of these activities were created
and an equal number of children were assigned to each combination.
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Staging the mock interview about the innocuous event
One week prior to the interview, each participating officer received background
information regarding the event (a mixture of true and false details), along with
instructions regarding the interview procedure. They were told that a lady went to
the child’s school to do an event called the ‘Deakin Activities’ and they were
provided with a brief summary of details that ‘may or may not have occurred’. The
officers’ task was to elicit as accurate and detailed an account of the event as well as
contextual details, using the techniques they would ‘normally’ use to interview a
child in the field. Specific ‘points of proof ’ that needed to be elicited were provided
(e.g. name of the puppet, colour of the stickers).
The interviews (each with a different child) were of 17 minutes duration. The
children were briefed both prior to and subsequent to the interviews, making it clear
that the purpose of the task was merely to give police officers practice in talking to
children. During each interview, a research assistant knocked on the door after
15 minutes, to indicate that the interviewer only had 2 minutes remaining in which to
finish the interview. Most of the 17 minutes was allocated to eliciting information
about the event. The police officers were instructed to limit the rapport-building
period to 2 minutes before moving onto the substantive phase of the interview, as
they had already spent 10 minutes interacting with the child informally while waiting
to commence the interview.
Staging the mock interview with the adult actor
As with the mock interviews about the innocuous event, the mock interviews with an
adult actor were of 17 minutes duration. The participants were instructed to
commence the interview at the substantive phase by asking ‘Tell me what you’re
here to talk about today’. The interviewers and trained actors were allowed 5 minutes
before commencement of each interview to prepare. The hypothetical alleged abuse
case scenario covered an abusive incident involving a 5-year-old female. A description
of the case scenario is provided below:
Sally is a 5-year-old girl. After a fight with her mother she apologised and said she didn’t
like fighting because it made her feel sick like when Uncle Joe does stuff to her. When
her mother asked what Uncle Joe does, Sally refused to say anything else.
The officers’ task was to elicit as accurate and detailed an account of the event as well
as contextual details. In other words, the purpose was to establish the nature of the
offence and related particulars (e.g. what the offender looked like, when the offence
occurred) to form the charge, as they would do in the field.
Collation of field interviews
Each participant was asked to provide one transcript of an investigative interview
that he or she conducted with an alleged abused child aged 413 years. The most
recent interview was requested with the constraint that parental consent was
obtained and the transcript was de-identified prior to submission. The innocuous-
event and adult-actor interviews were conducted on the same day. The field
interviews were conducted, on average, 8 months (range2 weeks to 2 years and
590 M.B. Powell et al.
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9 months) before the innocuous-event and adult-actor interviews. The mean
duration of these interviews was 28 minutes (SD14.16 minutes, range
1473 minutes).
Coding
Two forms of coding was conducted: the tallying of questions, and the completion of
a standard checklist by an expert.
Tallying of questions
The number of open-ended versus specific questions was tallied separately. Open-
ended questions were defined as any question that encouraged an elaborate response
without dictating what specific information the child needed to report and without
introducing information not yet mentioned by the child (e.g. ‘Tell me everything that
happened when Uncle Joe touched your rude spot’, ‘What happened after you played
the tickling game?’). Any non-open question was classified as a specific question,
which included specific cued-recall (e.g. ‘Wh’ questions) and yes/no questions. Next,
the number of leading versus non-leading questions was tallied separately. Leading
questions were defined as those questions that presume or include a specific detail
that was not previously mentioned by the child (e.g. ‘Tell me more about Joe
touching you with his hand’ when the child had not yet mentioned being touched by
Joe’s hand).
All transcripts were coded by one researcher and 15% were coded by a second
researcher who was not otherwise involved in the study. Inter-rater reliability,
calculated as agreements/(agreementsdisagreements), was at least 90% for open-
ended and leading questions. All discrepancies were resolved and the codes allocated
by the chief coder were retained for analysis.
Completion of checklist
An expert in investigative interviewing of children read each transcript and
completed a checklist that the principle author had developed for use in prior
training and interviewer evaluation research (e.g. Powell & Guadagno, 2008) to
identify problem behaviours in simulated mock interviews. Specifically, the checklist
required the expert to identify the occurrence of several pre-determined interviewer
problem behaviours in the interviews. The expert (who was not otherwise involved in
this study) had considerable experience using this checklist to provide feedback to
trainee investigative interviewers. Overall, the checklist referred to a range of
behaviours which are listed in the first column of Table 3. These relate to: eliciting a
disclosure, obtaining a free narrative account, and tailoring questions to children’s
cognitive and narrative abilities.
All transcripts were coded by one expert, however, a second expert coded 15%;
a random selection of interviews from each interview paradigm. Inter-rater
reliability, calculated as agreements/(agreementsdisagreements), was at least 95%
for each of the problem behaviours.
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Results
Adherence to open-ended and non-leading questions
Table 1 presents the mean number and proportion of each question type asked in the
interview. Proportion scores for both open-ended and leading questions were
calculated by dividing the number of these questions out of the total number of
questions asked in the interviews. Overall, the proportion scores indicate that (as
a group) interviewers’ adherence to best practice is consistently in the poor to moderate
competency performance range.2 To examine the degree to which interviewers’ use of
open-ended and leading questions were consistent across the interview paradigms,
a series of one way repeated measure analyses were conducted, one for each question
type. For open-ended questions there was a main effect of interview paradigm,
F(2,60)10.25, pB0.001. Paired sample t-tests revealed that interviewers asked
significantly more open-ended questions in the innocuous-event interviews (M0.38,
SD0.17), t(30)4.90, pB0.001, and adult actor interviews (M0.35, SD0.23),
t(30)2.91, pB0.01, than in the field interviews (M0.23, SD0.15). However, there
was no significant difference between the proportion of open-ended questions asked in
the innocuous-event interviews compared to the adult actor interviews, p0.05. For
leading questions there was a main effect of interview paradigm, F(2,56)6.98, pB
0.001. Interviewers asked significantly more leading questions in the innocuous-event
interviews (M0.18, SD0.08) than the adult actor (M0.12, SD0.08), t(30)
3.20, pB0.01, and field interviews (M0.13, SD0.07), t(30)3.25, pB0.001.
However, there was no significant difference between the proportion of leading
questions asked in the adult actor and the field interviews, p0.05.
To examine whether individual interviewers’ relative position within the group
remained stable between interviews, individual stability and differential stability
scores were calculated by transforming the proportions of question types asked on
both interviews into z-scores. One minus the absolute difference between these
z-scores represents the individual stability score, which measures inter-individual
differences in intra-individual change. The variance of the individual stability
coefficient (i.e. the differential stability score) measures the degree to which subjects
in the sample deviate from the overall individual stability score (Asendorpf, 1992).
Table 2 presents the individual and differential stability scores as a function
of interview type. When comparing performance between the innocuous-event and
field interviews, individual stability for open-ended questions was 0.48 (SD0.78),
indicating that individual’s relative position within the group was moderately stable
between interviews but less so for leading questions (M0.31, SD0.85). Differential
stability was reasonable for open-ended questions (i.e. less than double the mean
individual stability score) but substantial (i.e. at least double the mean individual
stability score) for leading questions, indicating a highly heterogeneous distribution of
individual stability for these latter questions.
When comparing performance between the adult actor and field interviews,
individual stability for open-ended questions was 0.36 (SD1.04), indicating
that individuals’ relative position within the group was moderately stable between
interviews. Differential stability foropen-ended questionswas large relative to the mean
scores indicating a somewhat heterogeneous distribution of individual stability.
However, for leading questions (M0.84, SD0.87), individual stability was highly
stable and differential stability was almost equal to the mean scores. In other words,
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individuals’relative position within the group tended to remain the same and there was
little variation among individuals in the degree to which they deviated from the mean
individual stability score.
Finally, two pairwise t-tests were conducted on the individual stability scores
(separately for open-ended and leading questions) as a function of interview
paradigm. For open-ended questions, there was no significant difference in
individual stability scores between the innocuous-event/field (M0.48, SD0.78)
and adult actor/field conditions (M0.36, SD1.04), p0.05. However, for
leading questions individual stability scores were lower for the innocuous-event/
field (M0.31, SD0.85) compared to the adult actor/field conditions (M0.84,
SD0.87), t(30)2.90, pB0.01.
Expert ratings of interviewer competency
Table 3 shows the number and proportion of interviewers exhibiting the various
expert-rated problem behaviours across the three interviews. There is no single
uniform pattern to describe the incidence of the various problems across the
interview paradigms. However, two themes are evident. First, when considering
the nature of the problems that were consistently exhibited by interviewers across the
paradigms, these tended to centre on problems in eliciting a free narrative account.
In particular, (a) raising specific questions before the free narrative account was
exhausted, (b) using more specific questions than necessary, and (c) using too few
minimal encouragers were particularly common  they were exhibited by at least
three-quarters of the entire sample. Second, for most of the problem behaviours (i.e.
12/21, 57%) the problem was either only evident in the adult-actor and field
Table 1. Mean number and proportion of question types asked in each interview.
Innocuous-event Adult-actor Field
Question
types Number Proportion Number Proportion Number Proportion
Open-
ended
21.06 (10.56) 0.38 (0.17) 22.13 (9.79) 0.35 (0.23) 26.45 (16.76) 0.23 (0.15)
Specific 31.74 (19.32) 0.45 (0.15) 44.32 (27.22) 0.53 (0.19) 93.00 (27.22) 0.65 (0.13)
Leading 11.71 (9.53) 0.18 (0.08) 9.87 (6.00) 0.12 (0.08) 20.19 (24.46) 0.12 (0.07)
Note. Standard deviations appear in parentheses.
Table 2. Individual and differential stability as a function of interview type.
Open-ended questions Leading questions
Individual
stability
Differential
stability
Individual
stability
Differential
stability
Innocuous-event/Field 0.48 0.78 0.31 0.85
Adult-actor/Field 0.36 1.04 0.84 0.87
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interviews, or more evident in these interviews compared to the interviews with a
child recalling an innocuous event.
Table 4 presents the patterns of consistency (presence or absence of various
problems across the three interview types). When examining the nature of the
inconsistencies, the data suggest greater consistency between the adult-actor and field
interviews compared to the innocuous-event and field interviews. For the majority of
situations where a problem behaviour was evident in the field but not in one of the
mock interviews (73%; x2 (1)14.10, pB0.001), this was because the behaviour was
not exhibited in the interview with a child recalling an innocuous event.
Discussion
As with other interviewer evaluation work, the professionals in this study
consistently performed in the poor to moderate ability range across the interview
paradigms. This finding is not surprising given that the initial training course was
completed (on average) 3 years previously and that the organisations had offered
little in the way of ongoing training since the initial course was completed. (This was
Table 3. Number and proportion (in parentheses) of interviewers exhibiting various expert-rated
problems on innocuous-event, adult-actor and field interviews.
Issue under examination Innocuous-event Adult-actor Field
Problems eliciting disclosure of event
1. Inappropriate wording of initial anchor 13 (0.42) 19 (0.61) 22 (0.71)
2. Raised information without checking accuracy 19 (0.61) 11 (36) 5 (0.16)
3. Raised too much prior information 2 (0.07) 3 (0.10) 1 (0.03)
4. Asked child at outset to say what told others 0 (0.00) 9 (0.29) 4 (0.13)
5. Sought narrative before disclosure of an event 9 (0.29) 10 (0.32) 17 (0.55)
Problems related to eliciting free-narrative
6. Raised specific questions too soon in interview 30 (0.97) 31 (1.00) 29 (0.94)
7. Used a limited range of open questions 13 (0.42) 10 (0.32) 13 (0.42)
8. Used repetitive phrases or question stems 7 (0.23) 9 (0.29) 9 (0.29)
9. Overuse of specific questions 28 (0.90) 30 (0.97) 29 (0.94)
10. Questions overemphasised descriptive detail 18 (0.58) 12 (0.39) 5 (0.16)
11. Interviewer was overly wordy 24 (0.77) 19 (0.61) 24 (0.77)
12. Poor choice of minimal encouragers 25 (0.81) 36 (0.84) 24 (0.77)
13. Open questions encouraged brief responses 20 (0.65) 21 (0.68) 21 (0.68)
Problems tailoring questions to child’s language and cognitive development
14. Vocabulary is beyond child’s capability 2 (0.07) 6 (0.19) 3 (0.10)
15. Concepts raised are too advanced for child 5 (0.16) 17 (0.55) 18 (0.58)
16. Used pronouns but not clear what referring to 10 (0.32) 14 (0.45) 15 (0.48)
17. Asked ‘How did you feel?’ questions 0 (0.00) 18 (0.58) 18 (0.58)
18. Introduced the notion of trouble 0 (0.00) 1 (0.03) 3 (0.10)
19. Asked ‘Why’ and ‘How’ questions 13 (0.42) 21 (0.68) 18 (0.58)
Problems particularising event
20. Allowed child to talk in present tense 0 (0.00) 5 (0.16) 3 (0.10)
21. Repeatedly shifted between occurrences 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 6 (0.19)
594 M.B. Powell et al.
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 2
3:
56
 1
6 
De
ce
mb
er
 2
01
0
Table 4. Patterns of consistency in terms of the presence or absence of various problems across the three interview types.$
Issue under examination 100 110 111 011 001 000 010 101
Problems eliciting disclosure of event
1. Inappropriate wording of initial anchor 1 (0.03) 4 (0.13) 6 (0.19) 1 (0.03) 7 (0.23) 2 (0.06) 2 (0.06) 8 (0.26)
2. Raised information without checking accuracy 2 (0.06) 6 (0.19) 2 (0.06) 1 (0.03) 1 (0.03) 8 (0.26) 10 (0.32) 1 (0.03)
3. Raised too much prior information 2 (0.06) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 26 (0.84) 2 (0.06) 1 (0.03)
4. Asked child at outset to say what told others 8 (0.26) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 3 (0.10) 19 (0.61) 0 (0.00) 1 (0.03)
5. Sought narrative before disclosure of an event 5 (0.16) 2 (0.06) 2 (0.06) 5 (0.16) 9 (0.29) 7 (0.23) 0 (0.00) 1 (0.03)
Problems related to eliciting free-narrative
6. Raised specific questions too soon in interview 0 (0.00) 2 (0.06) 28 (0.90) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 1 (0.03)
7. Used a limited range of open questions 1 (0.03) 6 (0.19) 3 (0.10) 2 (0.06) 8 (0.26) 9 (0.29) 2 (0.06) 0 (0.00)
8. Used repetitive phrases or question stems 3 (0.10) 0 (0.00) 4 (0.13) 0 (0.00) 3 (0.10) 17 (0.55) 2 (0.06) 2 (0.06)
9. Overuse of specific questions 0 (0.00) 2 (0.06) 26 (0.84) 0 (0.00) 1 (0.03) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 2 (0.06)
10. Questions overemphasised descriptive detail 3 (0.10) 6 (0.19) 3 (0.10) 0 (0.00) 2 (0.06) 8 (0.26) 9 (0.29) 0 (0.00)
11. Interviewer was overly wordy 1 (0.03) 3 (0.10) 14 (0.45) 6 (0.19) 3 (0.10) 2 (0.06) 1 (0.03) 1 (0.03)
12. Poor choice of minimal encouragers 3 (0.10) 3 (0.10) 19 (0.61) 2 (0.06) 2 (0.06) 0 (0.00) 1 (0.03) 1 (0.03)
13. Open questions encouraged brief responses 2 (0.06) 5 (0.16) 11 (0.35) 2 (0.06) 5 (0.16) 1 (0.03) 2 (0.06) 3 (0.10)
Problems tailoring questions to child’s language and cognitive development
14. Vocabulary is beyond child’s capability 4 (0.13) 1 (0.03) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 2 (0.06) 22 (0.71) 1 (0.03) 1 (0.03)
15. Concepts raised are too advanced for child 4 (0.13) 1 (0.03) 3 (0.10) 1 (0.03) 5 (0.16) 8 (0.26) 0 (0.00) 9 (0.29)
16. Used pronouns but not clear what referring to 2 (0.06) 4 (0.13) 3 (0.10) 1 (0.03) 5 (0.16) 9 (0.29) 2 (0.06) 5 (0.16)
17. Asked ‘How did you feel?’ questions 5 (0.16) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 5 (0.16) 8 (0.26) 0 (0.00) 13 (0.42)
18. Introduced the notion of trouble 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 2 (0.06) 28 (0.90) 0 (0.00) 1 (0.03)
19. Asked ‘Why’ and ‘How’ questions 2 (0.06) 5 (0.16) 5 (0.16) 1 (0.03) 3 (0.10) 4 (0.13) 2 (0.06) 9 (0.29)
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Table 4 (Continued)
Issue under examination 100 110 111 011 001 000 010 101
Problems particularising event
20. Allowed child to talk in present tense 5 (0.16) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 3 (0.10) 23 (0.74) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00)
21. Repeatedly shifted between occurrences 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 6 (0.19) 25 (0.81) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00)
Totals (collapsed across problems) 53 (0.08) 50 (0.08) 129 (0.20) 22 (0.03) 75 (0.12) 226 (0.35) 36 (0.06) 60 (0.09)
$The three digit patterns (e.g. 100) in the heading rows reflect all possible patterns. The first digit relates to the adult-actor interview. The second digit relates to the
innocuous-event interview. The final digit relates to the field interview. A ‘0’ means the behaviour was absent and a ‘1’ means the behaviour was present. So the pattern 10
0 means the interviewer exhibited the problem in the adult-actor interview but not in the innocuous-event or field interview. Similarly, the pattern 101 means the
interviewer exhibited the problem in the adult-actor and field interviews but not in the innocuous-event interview.
Note: Proportion scores are in parentheses.
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confirmed in a questionnaire they completed about their background experience
prior to engaging in this study.) It is well established that ongoing practice is needed
to maintain adherence to best practice interviewing.
The findings also revealed, however, that the degree of consistency in performance
across the three measurement points differed depending on the method of coding
performance and whether group or individual stability was the focus. Tallying open-
ended questions, which give a much more precise measure than merely noting the
presence or absence of problem behaviours when using these questions, resulted in
significant differences in performance across the interview paradigms (the proportion
of open-ended questions was greater in the mock interviews compared to the field
interviews). In contrast, when examining the expert ratings, there were a large
proportion of instances (55%) where there was consistent presence or consistent
absence of problem behaviours. Further, considerable stability in performance was
evident among individuals, with group stability painting a different picture than
individual stability. In other words, while the proportions of open-ended questions
were different across tasks for the sample as a whole, individual interviewers tended to
maintain their relative position within the group. For the innocuous-event interviews
compared to the field interviews, however, heterogeneity in stability seemed to be
greater for the leading as opposed to open-ended questions, whereas the reverse was
true for the adult-actor and field interviews.
Another key finding to arise from this study is that consistency in performance
varies depending on the particular behaviours being examined and the interview
paradigm in which performance is being measured. Specifically, the current data
revealed that the mock interview paradigm where the adult acted the role of a child
seemed to produce a measure of performance that was more similar to the field than
the interview where a school child recalled an innocuous event. For instance, when
considering all occasions when a problem behaviour observed in a field interview was
also exhibited in one of the mock interviews, it was more likely to be the adult-actor
than the innocuous-event interviews. In fact, four of the behaviours (4, 17, 18 and 20)
were not exhibited by professionals when completing the interview about the
innocuous event even though they were exhibited in the other two paradigms.
The greater apparent similarity between the adult-actor and field interviews
compared to the innocuous-event and field interviews is consistent with the
perceptions of trainee interviewers (police as well as social workers) of the relative
value of various practical training exercises. According to Powell and Wright (2008),
who conducted in-depth interviews with trainee interviewers, trained-actor inter-
views are more highly valued than those involving actual school children recalling a
staged event because they are judged to better mimic the process or challenges faced
when interviewing a child about abuse. Although there is no clear evidence within the
current data to indicate precisely why the innocuous-event interviews were less
generalisable to the field interviews, it can not be attributed to the fact that the
interviewers were unclear about what information needed to be elicited. ‘Points of
proof ’ that needed to be provided were indicated prior to the completion of each
interview. Perhaps the difference is due to the fact that the urge to elicit such details,
or the participants’ recollection of the details they need to elicit, is not as marked for
the interviews about the innocuous event. Obviously the consequences of not
eliciting details is much greater for abuse-related than innocuous events, and for
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abuse-related events the interviewer would have a strong pre-conception about what
occurred (based on their prior experience of working with child abuse victims).
Taken together, the findings suggest that our mock (training) exercises
where children recall an innocuous event are not producing, to a consistent degree,
the stimuli that normally provoke inappropriate behaviour frequently observed in the
field. From a practical perspective, these findings are positive news for trainers.
Mock interviews with actors are easier and potentially less costly to stage. When
children need to attend training venues, practical exercises need to be organised in
advance such as the staging of the event, transportation and parental consent.
Further mock interviews with actors offer greater flexibility with regards to delivery,
as there would be less ethical problems associated with having adult-actor interviews
directly observed by a large group of trainees (while the interview is being
conducted), of interrupting their interviews for the purpose of giving feedback,
and of using adult actors repeatedly throughout the training day. This is not to imply
that there are no benefits from providing trainee interviewers the opportunity to
interact with actual children at some point in their course  Powell and Wright (2008)
showed that mock interviews with actual children are useful for building confidence,
and for reinforcing the importance of keeping questions simple, being patient and of
providing children with adequate time to respond. The point is that, at present, there
is no evidence to indicate that they provide a better predictor of interviewers’
performance in the field compared to adult-actor interviews, or provide better
opportunities for improving interviewer competency in relation to adherence to best-
practice interview guidelines.
Interestingly, when examining individual stability across the innocuous event and
the field, heterogeneity was found, particularly for leading questions. These results
imply that the likelihood of using leading questions consistently across tasks can vary
substantially for individual interviewers and that use of leading questions depends
(albeit in part) on factors that vary across settings (e.g. characteristics of the
interviewee, the nature of the event). Although work in this area is still in its infancy,
the current findings suggest that individual variability in the consistency of
interviewers’ performance across different points of measurement may not be
necessarily due to differences in the way individual interviewees respond across the
various points of measurement. In the adult-actor interviews, where there was
considerable control over the response style, stability for open-ended questions was not
significantly different depending on which mock interview was being compared with
the field.
The next step for researchers is to determine the generalisability of our findings
with a wider range of mock interview paradigms, and to examine whether performance
on an adult-actor interview can be a reliable and valid predictor of interviewer
performance in the field. If so, this paradigm could be invaluable for supervisors or
trainers who need to establish how well professional interviewers perform relative to
their peers. Also, it would be worthwhile to determine which factors distinguish
between more or less stable interviewers. If there are known factors that can predict
which interviewers are less likely to increase their open-ended question usage and
decrease leading questions after training, this information could be used to assess
which interviewers require further intervention.
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Notes
1. Prior research suggests that field performance tends to remain consistently poor without
ongoing refresher training in the form of practice and feedback (Lamb, Sternberg, Orbach,
Esplin et al., 2002; Lamb, Sternberg, Orbach, Hershkowitz et al., 2002).
2. Baseline performance (prior to any recent training) has typically ranged in prior studies
from 0.16 to 0.36 for open-ended questions and 0.16 to 0.59 for leading questions, whereas
performance immediately after extensive practice and feedback sessions (i.e. maximum
performance) ranges from 0.64 to 0.83 for open-ended questions and 0.01 to 0.03 for
leading questions (Hughes-Scholes & Powell, 2008; Powell et al., 2008a,b). The scores lie
well between the untrained and ‘extensively’ trained figures shown above, which is
consistent with the fact that the current participants received minimal training (mainly
instruction).
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